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The burgeoning corpus of literature on the horror genre in film studies has 
surpassed the western as the most written about genre by genre critics (Jancovich 2002). 
With such interest in the horror film, myriad studies have examined the genre’s social, 
cultural and political meanings and functions; gender issues; aesthetics; psychological 
impacts; thematic and generic development, and countless other issues. Rick Worland’s 
(2007) The horror film, touching upon many of these issues, is an introduction to the 
‘history, stylistic development and social reception’ of the horror film (2). Tracing the 
horror film’s development throughout history, ‘from the earliest period of the genre’s 
importance to the present’, Worland explores the ‘ways in which horror movies have 
been produced, received and interpreted by filmmakers, audiences and critics’ (2).  
While the title suggests a non-cultural specific introduction to the horror film, 
which would inherently include ‘international’ (non-Hollywood/US products) and ‘cult’ 
horror films significantly contributing to the development of the genre, this book is an 
introduction to ‘American’ horror films. This is not to say that discussion of international 
horror films is altogether absent. On the contrary, Worland’s analysis clearly illustrates 
that the stylistic development of American horror films, has been greatly influenced by, 
inter alia, German Expressionism in the 1920s (The Cabinet of Dr. Caligari 1920; 
Nosferatu 1922) British Hammer horror films in the 1950s/1960s (The curse of 
Frankenstein 1957; The curse of The Werewolf 1961) and Japanese horror films in the 
late 1990s/early 2000s (The Ringu 1998 & The Grudge 2004).   
Fundamental to Worland’s analysis, drawing upon widely accepted definitions 
within the field, is the function of the horror film. For Worland, while at its most basic 
level the horror film is designed to scare an audience, viewers are likely to experience 
anxiety and fright in other violent genres such as war, disaster, and crime films. However, 
what distinguishes the horror genre from these and other genres – with ‘the fear it evokes 
and how it goes about it … particular’ – is that ‘a horror film evokes deeper, more 
personal psychological fears’ (7). Often forcing viewers to confront their own fragile 
morality, the most common fear in the horror film is the fear of death, which takes two 
primary forms: ‘death, the physical fact of the end of life’ and ‘damnation’, where the 
‘soul is condemned to eternal suffering and punishment’ (7).  
However, the subject of death within a horror film is not simply the passing of 
life. Drawing upon a term coined by Stephen King, for Worland the obsession of the 
horror film is ‘the bad death’ – ‘the kind that make us dwell on physical agony’ (8). As 
there is little likelihood of encountering vampires or wolf-men in the material world, 
horror films serve as parables conveying ‘a sharp message of warning’ or lessons which 
are ‘often metaphysical’ and ‘implicitly social’ (8). Indeed, beneath the surface of the 
lion’s share of slasher films – including titles such as Scream (1997); I know what you did 
last summer (1997) and Urban Legend (1998) – the message of warning is simple: young 
adults who engage in illicit substance taking (alcohol and drugs) and premarital sex, will 
suffer dire consequences – at the hands of a masked madman with a machete.         
For Worland, while the emotional experience of fear is universal, ‘the particular 
form it assumes – especially the nature … of the monster – are historically and culturally 
shaped’ (26). Using Worland’s examples, fears evoked by classical horror films, through 
the external threats of alien invaders and blood-sucking monsters from exotic lands, hold 
little terror for contemporary audiences (for example classical wolf-men, vampires and 
demonic monsters rising from gothic castles and dark crypts) (although classical horror 
films and remakes continue to be popular from generation to generation). Contemporary 
monsters, however, are more internalized and human in their manifestation. For instance, 
the monster in Psycho (1960) is Norman Bates, a seemingly average and everyday hotel 
manager, not a giant alien from Mars with an appetite for human flesh. But beneath 
Norman Bates’ guise of everyday banality lies a brutal and psychopathic monster (85-
87). Fear is now primarily a fear of other people.    
A central motif throughout Worland’s book is the function of the ‘monster’. As 
Worland explains:  
  
Most sub-genres of horror are built around specific monsters: the zombie, 
werewolf, vengeful ghost, or psychotic slasher, to name a few … particular 
monsters can be thought of as embodying particular threats of fears (9). The 
monster is a liminal figure, an uncertain amalgam or transitional form between 
living and dead; human and animal; male and female. The most potent character 
in the genre, the paradox of the monster is that it incites our fear, compels our 
attention, and quite often courts our empathy and fascination, even though it 
remains the most remote from any possible reality (9).   
 
Thus for Worland, ‘the horror story turns fear, whether personal or social, into a 
specific type of monster; and seeks to contain and destroy it’ (17). 
Worland’s analysis begins with a history of the horror film: exploring the birth of 
early horror films from 18th century gothic literature; Georges Méliès’ ‘trick’ films and 
the bizarre plays of Paris’s Grand Guingol theatre in the late 19th century; the rise of 
German expressionism in the 1920s and the development of the classical horror film from 
the 1920s-1940s (chapter 2). The second part of his history examines post-WWII films 
and the rise of the horror sci-fi; the era of the ‘American gothic’ from 1968-1980; before 
considering more recent trends in horror’s development such as the ‘slasher’, ‘splatter’ 
and ‘postmodern’ horror cycles (chapter 3).  
This is followed by examinations of specific cases of the social reception of 
horror films (chapter 4). More specifically, the ways in which horror films have caused 
public outrage; become subject to stringent censorship and how they have also resulted in 
more positive social effects. Finally, Worland explores key case studies throughout the 
history of the genre, including: Frankenstein (1931); The Cat People (1942); Invasion of 
the Body snatchers (1956); The Texas Chain Saw massacre; Halloween (1978); 
Reanimator (1985) and Bram Stoker’s Dracula (1992) (Chapters 5-12). 
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